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Abstract. In 2007, the UN General Assembly endorsed the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. In
the following years, there has been a strong call from a range United Nations agencies and spokespersons for countries to act to
improve their statistics relating to Indigenous peoples as part of their response to the Declaration. These calls have emphasised
the need for a holistic approach, describing strengths and resilience of Indigenous peoples and not just a focus on gaps and
disadvantage. National responses have been mixed and overall statistics remain inadequate. Significantly, there has been no
international statistical effort through the United Nations statistical structures to respond to the Declaration and the increasing
array of calls for improved statistics. The United Nations Statistical Commission in particular has an array of mechanisms to
study statistical needs and develop solutions across a broad international statistical agenda. It is time for countries to make a
concerted effort to improve their own statistics on Indigenous peoples, and to insist that the Statistical Commission work in
partnership with the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues and other stakeholders to lead a major international drive to improve
statistics on and for Indigenous peoples.
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1. Introduction

The health and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples
around the world has been repeatedly described in in-
ternational and national reports for many years. The
2009 United Nations Report ‘State of the World’s In-
digenous Peoples’ [1] reported available national data
on the extreme disadvantage of a range of Indige-
nous people, as well as describing the resilience of In-
digenous peoples and their long struggle for recogni-
tion, including in international forums. The Report ac-
knowledged that the data were indicative rather than
systematic.
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A second edition of the Report was published in
2015 [2]. Statistics available continue to be indicative
and show progress has been disappointing and often
minimal, with many countries having no statistics on
their Indigenous people at all.

The description of Indigenous peoples at national
level was poor (and virtually non-existent) in many
countries until the later part of the twentieth century,
including in countries with otherwise well-developed
statistical systems. The national reporting situation has
improved, although exceptions are noted later. But
there has continued to be no international effort in re-
lation to Indigenous statistics. There is now a strong
case for urgent attention to this lack of action, to make
Indigenous peoples visible in their own countries and
across the world, and to provide a strong base for pol-
icy development and monitoring.

1874-7655/16/$35.00 c© 2016 – IOS Press and the authors. All rights reserved
This article is published online with Open Access and distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License.

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Research Commons@Waikato

https://core.ac.uk/display/85165325?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


38 R. Madden et al. / Statistics on indigenous peoples: International effort needed

2. Background

The 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples [3] provides a comprehensive
base for the full participation of Indigenous peoples in
the broader society in which they may live or by which
they may be governed, as well as a mandate for self-
determination ‘by virtue of which they freely deter-
mine their political status and freely pursue their eco-
nomic, social and cultural development’.

The Declaration places the responsibility on Mem-
ber States to ‘provide effective mechanisms for pre-
vention of, and redress for . . . Any action which has
the aim or effect of depriving them of their integrity
as distinct peoples or ethnic identities, or of their cul-
tural values (Article 8)’. Further, Article 15 states ‘In-
digenous peoples have the right to the dignity and di-
versity of their cultures, traditions, histories and aspi-
rations which shall be appropriately reflected in educa-
tion and public information’ (emphasis added).

The WHO’s Commission on the Social Determi-
nants of Health [4] in 2008 recommended that coun-
tries should have a ‘Minimum Health Equity Surveil-
lance System’. As part of the System, ‘good-quality
data on the health of Indigenous Peoples should be
available, where applicable’.

In 2014, the UN General Assembly adopted the
‘Outcome document of the high-level plenary meeting
of the General Assembly known as the World Confer-
ence on Indigenous Peoples’ [5]. Article 10 of that doc-
ument states

‘We commit ourselves to working with indigenous
peoples to disaggregate data, as appropriate, or
conduct surveys and to utilizing holistic indicators
of indigenous peoples’ well-being to address the
situation and needs of indigenous peoples and indi-
viduals, in particular older persons, women, youth,
children and persons with disabilities.’

There is then a clear direction to each Member State
and its national statistical office/system, as part of the
implementation of the Convention, to work in partner-
ship with its Indigenous peoples to develop and imple-
ment an effective set of statistical information.

This direction is entirely in keeping with the United
Nations Fundamental Principles of Official Statis-
tics [6], adopted by the General Assembly in 2014, on
the advice of the UN Statistical Commission which had
itself endorsed the Principles in 1994. Principle 1 sets
out the central role of official statistics in a Member
State:

‘Official statistics provide an indispensable ele-
ment in the information system of a democratic so-
ciety, serving the Government, the economy and
the public with data about the economic, demo-
graphic, social and environmental situation. To this
end, official statistics that meet the test of practical
utility are to be compiled and made available on
an impartial basis by official statistical agencies to
honour citizens’ entitlement to public information.’

These international agreements set the framework
within which Member States should develop, collect
and disseminate official statistics. Importantly, they
also set clear directions for the United Nations and in-
ternational statistical efforts and governance.

3. Current performance: National

Some National Statistical Offices/systems have
made significant progress in describing the demogra-
phy and economic and social status of Indigenous peo-
ples, for example [7,8]. Population estimates, life ex-
pectancy and child mortality estimates are frequently
available, although coverage may be limited and accu-
racy of estimates questionable. This effort is in many
cases relatively recent: in Australia until 1967 there
was a constitutional bar on including Aboriginal peo-
ple in national population estimates.

Some countries with well-developed and highly re-
spected national statistical systems have only partly de-
veloped statistics on their Indigenous populations, and
in some cases, none at all.

Several Nordic countries (including Sweden and
Norway) have legislative bans on identifying ethnic-
ity in national statistical collections [9]. This prohibi-
tion was introduced as a means of avoiding discrimina-
tion. Despite a researcher based effort in Norway [10],
the result is an absence of official national statistics on
the numbers of and conditions for Sami people, and
no representative basis for discussion of the policy and
social implications.

Developments can sometimes be set back by spe-
cific policy decisions. Moves away from traditional
censuses are under discussion in several countries
with significant Indigenous populations. Information
on small populations, especially if widely dispersed, is
a special challenge for alternative means of enumerat-
ing and describing national populations. The implica-
tions for Indigenous peoples need careful thought and
consideration with Indigenous peoples to ensure out-
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comes are effective for, and seen to be effective by, In-
digenous peoples.

The situation in Canada has recently been thor-
oughly described by Smylie and Firestone [11]: dis-
continuation of the long form census in 2011 set back
Indigenous statistical development, which already suf-
fered from lack of Indigenous identifiers in several key
data sets, including vital statistics in some provinces:
the new Canadian Government has acted quickly to
reintroduce the long form census [12].

While national efforts are to be applauded, they have
significant shortcomings. There tends to be a strong
focus on Indigenous disadvantage, including compar-
ison with the non-Indigenous population, and a focus
on governments’ information needs. Diversity, culture,
values and practices are largely ignored [13].

The development of the current focus on Indigenous
disadvantage can be partly explained by the need for
policy makers and governments to argue for resources
to address entrenched Indigenous inequities. While
there have been active consultation efforts by NSOs in
countries such as Australia and New Zealand), the In-
digenous arguments for a broader view of Indigenous
peoples and for effective participation in data collec-
tion processes and governance through a partnership
with Indigenous peoples have generally not been sys-
tematically addressed.

4. Current performance: International

At the international statistical level, there has been a
lack of interest in Indigenous statistics. The UN Statis-
tical Commission has never included Indigenous statis-
tics on its agenda. The UN Statistics Division also ap-
pears from its website to have shown little interest in
Indigenous issues, apart from use of Indigenous place
names.

The Statistical Commission has well established
mechanisms to take forward significant issues. These
include ad hoc groups established by the Commis-
sion Chair (‘Friends of the Chair’) and groups to work
over the medium term on major issues, known as City
Groups (after the location of their first meeting). But
these mechanisms have not been applied to Indigenous
statistical issues.

Since 2005, an ad hoc International Group on In-
digenous Health Measurement has generated cooper-
ation between Indigenous peoples and national statis-
tical agencies in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and
the United States, with some useful output [16]. The

Group is currently finalising recommendations for best
practice in Indigenous mortality estimation. Represen-
tatives from other countries have recently participated
in the Group.

Meanwhile, the Economic and Social Council’s Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues addressed statisti-
cal issues in some detail at its April 2015 meeting [17].
It requested States to include the ‘data disaggregation’
recommendation from the outcome document of the
World Conference on Indigenous Peoples into the Post
2015 Development Agenda. In doing so, the Forum
noted the serious concerns raised by Indigenous peo-
ples over the lack of explicit reference to and inclusion
of Indigenous peoples as distinct groups in the Devel-
opment Agenda.

After addressing the proposed Indigenous peoples’
development index, the Forum called upon States to
recognize Indigenous peoples, where they exist, con-
sistent with the provisions of the United Nations Dec-
laration, in their legislation in order to gather statistical
data on them.

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the rights
of indigenous peoples has also drawn attention to the
need for improved data on Indigenous peoples. Her
2015 report to the Human Rights Council [18] high-
lighted the ‘systemic weaknesses in national data col-
lection systems in relation to understanding indigenous
peoples’ and specified the lack of ‘birth registration
systems that robustly provide certification of the births
of all indigenous children’ in many countries.

In the Foreword to the United Nations 2015 State
of the World’s Indigenous Peoples [2], Wu Hongbo,
Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Af-
fairs, again described the disadvantages suffered by In-
digenous peoples across the world (with emphasis on
health and shortened life expectancy). He then refers
to the lack of statistical effort: ‘At the same time, it
is often difficult to obtain a global assessment of in-
digenous peoples’ health status because of the lack of
data. There has to be more work undertaken towards
building on existing data collection systems to include
data on indigenous peoples and their communities’.
Likewise, the Indigenous Peoples Major Group on the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recently
called on States to include an Indigenous identifier in
official data collection to ensure adequate data disag-
gregation and effective monitoring of the SDGs [19].
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5. Proposed action agenda

5.1. National

In light of the Fundamental Principles of Official
Statistics, national statistical offices/systems have the
responsibility to respond to the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and in particular to the
recommendation concerning statistics from the World
Conference on Indigenous Peoples and reiterated by
the Permanent Forum.

In particular, the Permanent Forum recommenda-
tion on gathering statistical data on Indigenous peo-
ples should be pursued as a matter of urgency, notably
by countries with well-resourced and otherwise com-
prehensive statistical systems (for example, the Nordic
countries) which currently do not do so, provided that
it is acceptable to the Indigenous peoples concerned.
Where needed, there should be a concerted educational
effort to make clear that the purpose of well-developed
Indigenous statistics should be improving the wellbe-
ing of Indigenous peoples, not increasing their disad-
vantage.

National statistical programs, including develop-
ment of statistical concepts and methods, collection of
statistics and their analysis and dissemination and In-
digenous custodianship protocols, should be developed
in partnership with the Indigenous peoples resident in
each country. Consistent with the participation princi-
ples in the UN Declaration (Articles 18, 23), one way
to ensure that Indigenous peoples have an active role
in this process would be to mandate Indigenous rep-
resentation on the various advisory bodies that assist
NSOs. In Canada the First Nations Information Gov-
ernance Centre and their principles of ownership, con-
trol, access and possession (OCAPTM) offer a practi-
cal example of what an autonomous community-driven
model of partnership might look like [20]. Different
approaches may be used in different Member States
and for different Indigenous peoples but there needs to
be a common long term financial and capacity building
commitment.

The statistics should be based on sound concepts
consistent with the UN Declaration, and must be col-
lected and disseminated in an ethical manner.

Statistics should include the demographic character-
istics and the economic and social status of Indige-
nous peoples, including the specific topics listed in
Article 10 of the report of the 2014 World Confer-
ence on Indigenous Peoples (see above). The data col-
lected should be relevant to the needs, cultural values

and self-determining aspirations of Indigenous peo-
ples, and be accessible to them for their own develop-
ment purposes. This includes the collection of data that
can be used for rights-based indicators, consistent with
the Human Rights Based Development Approach pro-
moted by the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Is-
sues, the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples and the Indigenous Peoples Major Group
for the UN’s SDGS.

5.2. International

The UN Statistical Commission, supported by the
UN Statistics Division, should respond positively and
quickly to the various recommendations from the
World Conference on Indigenous Peoples and the Per-
manent Forum detailed above. The responsibility to
do this stems directly from the UN Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous peoples and the Fundamental
Principles of Official Statistics.

The Commission should develop and adopt a work
program for Indigenous statistics. Specific measures
should include a clear call for an Indigenous identi-
fier based on self identification in population censuses
and in birth and death registrations (or alternative mea-
sures).

As it has done for many other matters of significant
importance, the Commission should give consideration
to appointing a special purpose group (a Friends of the
Chair Group in the first instance, and perhaps a City
Group in the medium term) to work on Indigenous
statistics. Any group established needs to include a sig-
nificant number of Indigenous people as members, and
to work in partnership with the Permanent Forum, the
Special Rapporteur and other relevant groups.

Member States should report to the United Nations
each three years on the state of statistics on Indige-
nous peoples, and a report should be compiled and
published by the United Nations Statistical Division.
The report should be provided to and discussed at the
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Is-
sues and at the United Nations Statistical Commission
meetings immediately following its release.

6. Conclusion

A concerted and sustained effort is needed from
the international statistical community to improve the
statistics on and for Indigenous peoples. This effort
would be most suitably led by the United Nations Sta-
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tistical Commission, to work with the Permanent Fo-
rum on Indigenous Issues to respond to the recommen-
dations of the World Conference on Indigenous Peo-
ples and subsequent resolutions of the Forum. Addi-
tionally, the Statistical Commission should put in place
regular reporting and monitoring of international sta-
tistical effort on Indigenous statistics.

National statistical agencies should build on previ-
ous efforts to count and describe Indigenous peoples.
They should actively build partnerships with Indige-
nous peoples to recognise Indigenous peoples in their
statistical programs and to develop, collect and dissem-
inate national plans for the achievement of a compre-
hensive range of statistics on and for Indigenous peo-
ples.
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